Potential applications of extracorporeal photopheresis in liver transplantation.
Extracorporeal photopheresis (ECP) is an immunomodulatory therapy performed through a temporary peripheral venous access with documented efficacy in heart and renal transplantation. We originally reported that ECP represented a valuable alternative to treat graft rejection in selected liver transplant (OLT) recipients. We have investigated potential applications of ECP for prophylaxis of allograft rejection. The first field explored was the use of ECP for delayed introduction of calcineurin inhibitors (CNI) among high-risk OLT recipients seeking to avoid CNI toxicity. In 42 consecutive patients that we assigned to prophylaxis with ECP, we were able to delay CNI introduction after postoperative day 8 in one-third of them. The second field was the use of ECP for prophylaxis of acute cellular rejection among ABO-incompatible OLT recipients. In our experience, none of 11 patients treated with ECP developed a cell-mediated rejection. The third field was ECP application in hepatitis C virus-positive patients seeking to reduce the immunosuppressive burden and improve sustainability and efficacy of preemptive antiviral treatment with interferon and ribavirin. Among 78 consecutive patients, we were able to start preemptive antiviral treatment in 69.2% of them at a median time from OLT of 14 days (range = 7 to 130 days). Thirty-six (66.7%) patients completed the treatment course with an end of treatment virological response of 50.0% and a sustained virological response of 38.9%. These preliminary results await validation in larger prospective studies with longer follow-up periods.